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According to a recent study by the UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(ECLAC), up to 44% of the region's population fall below the poverty line, defined as inability to
satisfy all basic needs. About half of the impoverished (or 21% of the region's population) were
categorized as indigent, or lacking sufficient income to meet minimum nutritional requirements.
The current situation may be worse than indicated by the study, since ECLAC's figures are
projections based on surveys conducted around 1986. Real wages in two of the region's largest
economies Argentina and Brazil dropped dramatically in the last years of the decade. The study
shows that the recent increase in both absolute and relative poverty levels was attributable to the
debt crisis of the 1980s. Urban poverty declined between 1970 and 1980 in Brazil, Colombia, Uruguay
and Venezuela (by one to five percent), but increased in Argentina, Costa Rica and Peru (by one
to seven percent). Combined urban and rural poverty dropped during the 1970s throughout Latin
America, with the exception of Argentina. In the 1980s, Mexico and Colombia showed declines in the
proportion of citizens falling below the poverty line. The proportion of indigent persons among all
Mexicans also dropped. However, in all Latin American countries, the absolute numbers of indigent
and below poverty level persons increased. Brazil, which showed a small relative increase (0.4%)
in poverty, had more than 61 million poor in 1987. In Venezuela the number of impoverished has
increased by 57.3% and the number of indigent by 57.4%. Argentina was the extreme case, with a
61.5% increase in the number of people below the poverty line and a 73% increase in the number
of indigent. In Argentina and Venezuela the increase in poverty levels follows sharp declines in
per capita income during the 1980s. Argentine per capita income in 1986 was 14.5% lower than in
1970, and Venezuelan per capita income dropped 1.3% in the same time period. In contrast, per
capita income during the past decade increased in Colombia, Brazil, and Mexico, an indication of the
role of unequal income distribution in the spread of poverty. In 1970, 62% of rural households were
below the poverty line, compared to 54% in 1980. The proportion of impoverished rural households
held steady throughout the 1980s. Only 26% of urban households were below the poverty line in
1970, compared to 30% at the close of the 1980s. According to ECLAC, this rural-urban shift is a
direct result of the increase in value added in agriculture (about 14%) and a corresponding decline
in value added in non- agricultural sectors in the 1980s. Proportion of total population under poverty
line 1980 1986 % change Argentina 10.4% 15.5% 49.0 Venezuela 25.0(1) 32.2 28.8 Mexico 39.5(2) 37.4(4)
-5.3 Brazil 45.1(3) 45.3(5) 0.4 Colombia 42.3 41.6 -1.6 Absolute number of citizens under poverty
line (thousands) 1980 1986 % change Argentina 2,928.7 4,729.4 61.5 Venezuela 3,607.1(1) 5,674.3 57.3
Mexico 26,029.4(2) 28,074.9(4) 7.9 Brazil 50,979.3(3) 61,032.7(5) 19.7 Colombia 10,913.3 12,206.8 11.9
Proportion of total population in indigent category 1980 1986 % change Argentina 2.8% 4.5% 60.7
Venezuela 8.6(1) 11.1 29.1 Mexico 13.6(3) 13.4(4) -1.5 Brazil 21.9(3) 22.6(5) 3.2 Colombia 17.4 18.8
8.0 Absolute number of citizens in indigent category (thousands) 1980 1986 % change Argentina
785.1 1,358.2 73.0 Venezuela 1,241.1(1) 1,953.9 57.4 Mexico 8,962.0(2) 10,068.0(4) 12.3 Brazil 24,734.3(3)
30,511.2(5) 23.4 Colombia 4,496.6 5,503.7 22.4 (1) 1981 (2) 1977 (3) 1979 (4) 1984 (5) 1987 [Basic data from
08/09/90 issue of Latin American Weekly Report]
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